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A PROSOPOGRAPHICAL NOTE ON THE FIRST 
MEMBER OF THE BYZANTINE FAMILY 
OF CONTOSTEPHANUS 


Alexis C. C. Savvides (Athens) 


With Byzantine prosopographical studies progressing by leaps and bounds in re- 
cent decades, several among the most well-known medieval Greek households (oiko1) 
have come to the forefront through meticulous genealogical and prosopographical con- 
tributions, especially in the last thirty years or so. One of the most important families 
was indubitably that of the Contostephani (Kontostephanoi), with notable activity in the 
later Byzantine period, particularly in the 12th and first half of the 13th centuries. 

No systematic study on the Contostephani has appeared so far; about a decade or 
so ago two tentative lists with brief treatments appeared by the late Barzos? and Sav- 
vides’, to be followed some years later by Cheynet within the wider context of his the- 
sis on power and struggles in Byzantium from the mid-10th to the early 13th century’, 
while Trapp and his colleagues had annotated 17 Contostephani in the PLP, dating from 
the late 13th century to 1413/14? and Kazhdan has recently contributed a short pertinent 
entry in the ODB, 

The Contostephani were an aristocratic family renowed for their piety and jus- 
tice’, providing the Empire with a wide range of able military commanders’, particu- 
larly in the 12th and 13th centuries, while their extensive landholdings in Anatolian 
Phrygia, adjacent to the Maeandric regions, were mentioned in the 1204 Partitio as 
’Contostaphanata’ (..prouintia Laodikie et Meandri; cum pertinentia Sampson et 
Samakii, cum Contostephanatis...)’. The activites of their founding member in Byzan- 
tium go back to the last two decades of the 10th century and are closely linked witrh 
emperor Basil Il's abortive first Bulgarian campaign in August 986; it is interesting to 
note here that Scylitzes’ and Cedrenus’ description of the first Contostaphanus’ short 
stature (see below) were reiterted about a century and a half later by Cinnamus’”, 
though the latter's reference was made to Manuel I Comnenus' son-in-law, the megas 
doux Stephen Contostephanus (floruit fi. 1143—9, killed in action 1149), who is cer- 
tainly not be considered as the founder (’genarch’) of the family!!. 

The ’Short-Stephen’ of Scylitzes (CFHB, 331), Cedrenus (CSHB, I, 437 f.) and 
Zonaras (CSHB, III, 548 f.) is recorder as a domesticus of the scholae of the West" to- 
wards the end of young Basil II's first decade in office, in fi. 986, in connection with a 
major event in the history of Byzantine-Bulgarian relations, namely the failure of Basil 
II's first Bulgarian expedition. Both Scylitzes and Cedrenus, who here follows the for- 
mer verbtim, refer to the small stature (Auto) of Stephanus, who was thus nick- 
named "Kontostephanos''^, as well as to his catastrophic rôle in the ébácle of the impe- 
rial campaign, a róle also recorded, with some important additions, by Zonaras. On the 
contrary, the main sqource and eyewithness account of the disaster, Leo the Deacon 
(CSHB, 171 ff. = PG 117, cols 901—6), refers anonymously and without details to the 
sqouabbles between Basil IP generals (i. e. the magistrus Leo Melissenus" and 
Stephanus Contostephanus)'*, a fall-out which caused — to a large extent — the Byz- 
antine defeat the hands of tsar Samuel's troops on Mondey/Tuesday 16/17 August 
986", in the narrow pass known as ’Trajan’s Gates’, to the south-east of Triaditza (anc. 
Serdica, mod. Sofia) and to the north-west of Philippoupolis/Plovdiv'°; this cardinal 
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event was described in detail about sixty years ago by Mutaftiev in his study on the 
ancient road through the Trajan Gates”, 

It is commonly accepted that Basil IPs first campaign in Bulgaria was mainly 
caused by tsar Samuel's inroads in the Helladic areas, a topic treated in two articles by 
Tapkova-Zaimova in 1966? and Tivéev in 1969?!, the latter on the basis of the testi- 
mony provided by a much later — yet trustworthy at times — source, the Galaxeidi 
Chronicle (new ed. E. Anagnostakes. Athens, 1985, p. 15 ff. and note 77 £). The main 
event in the course of the aforementioned Bulgarian incursions in Hellas was the cap- 
ture of Larissa, capital of Thessaly and the 'theme' of Hellas, which is usually dated to 
985/986” — although Zlatarski in 1927 dated in to the period shortly after 979/80”, 
while the young Greek mediaevalist Ph. Philippou datet about 982, following a period 
of a three-year siege, which lasted from 979/80 to 9827*. Indeed, the very topic of dat- 
ing Samuel's Helladic inroads presents chronological problems, their duration ranging, 
according to various scholars, from 98075 or 98175 to 9867, i. e. short before Basil ll's 
counter-offensive. Moreover, it is important to observe at this juncture that Leo the 
Deacon's old editor in the Bonn series, C. Hase, erratically dated this counter-offensive 
to 981, a date adopted by a few older scholars?*. 

Contostephanus' presence and activities, however, are solely connected with that 
counter-offensive, which began with the Byzantine campaign in Bulgaria, in the sum- 
mer of 986, ending with the disaster at Trajan's Gates on 16/17 August of the same 
year. The surviving sources (Scylitzes, Cedrenus, Zonaras — but also Leo Diaconus, 
who refers to them anonymously? concur that the disagreement (kakóvota) between 
the emperor's two generals, being in fact 'at loggerheads"?, contributet significantly to 
the Byzantine defeat, a corollary more or less accepted by scholarship. According to 
their accounts, Basil II, then in his 28th year”, invaded Bulgaria at the head of a mas- 
sive force, and, leaving Leo Melissenus in charge of the rearguard at Philippoupolis”, 
proceeded and began to besiege Triaditza?; in fact, he had been besieging the city for 
about three weeks (20 days according to Leo the Deacon, CSHB, 171; the other sources 
mention that Basil was about to commence the siege", when the initiative of Conto- 
stephanus to accuse Melissenus of conspiracy was to give the entire enterprise an 
abrupt and. hapless end. 

Bearing a deeply-routed harted toward Melissenus (Scyl. 331.34—5 = Cedr. 
IL, 437.6: àngy9éoaxoc dv Aéovu TO MeAicond), Contostephanus decided to meet 
the emperor during the campaign and succeeded in convincing him that he should leave 
everything else aside and hurry back to this capital, for Melissenus had been plotting to 
seize the imperial throne in his absence (Sc yl. 331.37—8 = Cedr. II, 437.9: eno- 
QIAALL@VTOS TH Pacirsiq; Zonar. III, 549.4: topavví& £nvygipeiv)". The fact 
that Basil was shaken by that prospect and finally abandoned his operations may be 
partly explained on account his rashness out of young age and inexperience in warfare, 
but mostly because Melissenus had in the near past been associated — justly or un- 
justly, it is not absolutely clear — with the conspiracy of Basil Lecapenus the parakoi- 
momenos”, who had been arrested and exiled sometime in 985—986" or early in 
98675, The fact, however, that Melissenus was definitely to associate himself — to- 
gether with his brother Theognostus — with the outbreak of the revolt of Bardas Phocas 
in 987-8°°, could be taken as supportive evidence to justify Basil II’s decision to aban- 
don operations in Triaditza. 

Leo the Deacon, however, who accompanied in the capacity of 'deacon of the pal- 
ace’ his emperor in the 986 campaign“, was an eyewitness and provides an additional 
piece of information regarding Basil's decision to lift Triaditza's siege; apart from men- 


160 





tioning the fall-out between the generals, he moreover testifies that food shortage 
(ondvig TOV AvayKatov) due to careless consumption was instrumental towards that 
decision“! 

Schlumberger in his Epopée proposed that Leo Diaconus may have wanted to 
conceal the details conceming the antagonism between Melissenus and Conto- 
stephanus, as well as their treasonous conduct (on more than one occasions), though it 
seems not improbable that the Scylitzes/Cedrenus version could have been fabricated”. 
It could also be, however, that the emperor, being of a rather hot temperament? and 
rather indignant at the ensuing defeat, wanted to partly placate thought criticising his 
inexperience by attempting to select a convenient scapegoat in the person of Conto- 
stephanus”". 

Perturbed and having given the signal for retreat, the emperor met with a devastating 
ambush at Trajan’s Gates, which lost him almost half of his men, while the imperial tent 
was seized and a large amound of booty taken by Samuel’s troops“; Basil II barely escaped 
with his life and made to Philippoupolis, where he was to find out that Melissenus not only 
hadn left his post to gain the throne, but that he had been steadily and diligently (ém1peAdc) 
guarding what had been entrusted upon him by his sovereign ^6. 

As could be expected, the enraged emperor blamed it all on Contostephanus, cas- 
tigating him as a lier and slanderer of unfounded accusations against Melissenus, yet 
Contostephanus not only refused those castigations, but moreover became rash and in- 
solent (Zonar. Ill, 549.15—16: dvoavacyetdv Etpayodveto), putting forth the ar- 
gument that he had fact counselled his sovereigh in just and true faith (Scy1. 331.49 
= Cedr. II, 437.21—2: AikacvußovAsdooı ioxyvpiGdusvoc)”’; this unprecedented 
affrontery (&àvaíoxuvtov irauötnta) maddened Basil, who, jumping out of his 
throne, seized the short calumniator by his hair and beard und hurled him on to the 
ground, giving him it seems, the beating of his life**. 

However, the account of Scylitzes-Cedrenus does not provide any deeper motives for 
Contostephanus' actions?. This is why Zonaras’ additional information, „une version 
légèrement différente“, according to Jordanov”, is important, for here Short-Stephen's base 
motives are presented rather bluntly: he seems to have wished for his emperor to fail in his 
enterprise, for, if he had succeeded in the 986 expedition, he would then have no further 
need of his generals — therefore of Contostephanus himself?! 

We do not know anything more regarding the tiny domesticus of the western scho- 
lae; the aforementioned through thrashing which he suffered at the hands of Basil prob- 
ably led to his fall of office and a permanent disgrace, whereas Melissenus (who was a 
year later to join forces with the formidable rebel Bardas Phocas) was restituted and 
freed of all charges". Anyway, the name of the Contostephani was to be definitively 
rehabilitate by Short-Stephen's descendants in the following centuries, despite the beat- 
ing and public humiliation suffered by the scion of this illustrious family. 


bEJIEZKKH 
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Baotieiov B' tov BovAyapoxtévov. — Marsdovırd, 3 (1953—1955, publ. 1956), 249 f. 

44 Schlumberger, 377, with the relevant argument. 

45 Scyl. 331.38—42 = Cedr. II, 437.10—16, Zonar. III, 549.6—13. 

46 Scy 1. 331.43—6 = Cedr. II, 437.16—19, Zonar. HI, 549.13—14; cf. Blachos, 72. 

47 Scyl. 331.44—9 = Cedr. Il, 437.19—22, Zonar. HI, 549.14—16. 

48 Scy 1. 331.49—5] = Cedr. Il, 437.22—438 2: & tiv àvaícvovtov itapdétnta avann— 
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6fjoat te to} Gpdovov kai tHv tpvyóv avtod Kai tfjg yeveukooc Außöuevov Kataonaoat sig yv 
(Latin tr. in Cedr.: coma ac barba corripit et in terram prosternit). Zonar. Wl, 549.17—18; aveSope 
TE toO S8póvov xai ts kóuiqg TOD Kovtootegavov ópa£ápevog kai toO nóyovos tpoonpaze Tov 
&v8pa tfj yt (Latin tr.: coma ac barba prehensum terrae illidit). According to Antoniades, Op. cit, 


250, Basil pulled out the general's hair and beard. 

49 Kazhdan's view (note 6 above) that Contostephanus was "involved in intrigues’ and "fell victim 
to Basil's wrath’ does not provide a clear picture as to the former’s róle. 

50 Op. cit, 185; cf. Schlumberger, 377. 

51 CSHB, Ill, 548.16—549.3: tàv Sutikdv dE tayratwmv Sopgotixos dv ó Kovtootépavoz 
Lrépavos xai AoytodpEevos ws ci eDtOYNVEin tà Tig otpateiang tH PaorAki, ovK Av NOTE TAVGAITO 
51 "EaALTOV tovs roAépouc StatiGEpevog Kai oDt'abDtóc o09' ot Aoinoi ctipatiápyat Ett avTA 
Aöyov noAAOD voptooovtar &E1o1, oofiaí oi Siepedétnoe thy Enizeipnoıv Kat thy Opufv 
AVOKOYAL. 

52 Cf. Jordanov, 185. 
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